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M.F.A, Imaging Arts, Rochester Institute of Technology, 2013

ABSTRACT
Living Fossil is a series of still lifes and portraits exploring the language of photography with curiosity and
play, formal vision and descriptive candor. It looks at the speculative of materiality and spectacle in image
making. This series prescribes new functionality to familiar subjects, challenging a viewer’s perceptions of
scale, time, significance and artfulness. The photographs document improvised temporal combinations
in the construction of narrative and visual puns. Depicting the ordinary in an unfamiliar way, this series
looks for beauty in indeterminacy and moments of personal catharsis in the absurd.

On Living Fossil
I think of the shutter release on a camera like a reset button for my relationship to the world. Photography
is an opportunity to exercise my curiosity, to approach my surroundings with a childlike sensibility. Staging
the still lifes for my thesis exhibition, entitled Living Fossil, was deliberately simple and reflexively formal.
“Living Fossil” is a term used to describe an anomaly in the animal kingdom—a species that appears to
have no existing relative in contemporary nature but whose origins can be more readily seen in fossils. My
photographs are like living fossils in that the subject is taken out of context, its form and function altered
to assist the constructed image. An examination of staged environments served as the catalyst for my thesis
exhibition and this publication. I experimented with lights, cameras and props in my work in order to
reflect on process. That is to say that my work is about the act of photographing. My thesis work sets up a
tension between aesthetic concerns in the making of an image and the actual subject being photographed.
For me, a photograph is like a fossil. It is an object bearing remnants of the past, an impression in which
inferences can be made about the form, life or events recorded therein. In my photographs, traces of a
theatrical studio practice are exposed as formal elements in the composition. I use circular logic, openended narratives, and display counter-productive combinations of utilitarian objects in my images. These
strategies are meant to initiate a prolonged gaze and to guide the viewer to make personal choices in the
act of interpreting a photograph. The photographs attempt to earnestly communicate the context in which
they were made, including time, motion and, play. My work explores a surplus of ways to communicate
with artful language.
The camera system used for this work—the Better Light digital scanning back— mounts to a view camera.
This device was originally designed for the documentation of fine art in museums and for timed exposures
of stationary subjects. Any movement or change of lighting conditions will cause the camera to record a
distortion at that point in the exposure. There is a certain level of chance involved. I intercede into the
frame during the exposure and turn this mechanical “malfunction” into an intentional gestural mark. My
interventions with time and motion act as a grounding compositional element similar to putting a figure
next to a building in an image to provide a sense of scale. These marks act as proof of process. Unlike with
other capture devices that might record these intercessions as a blur or ghost image, the Better Light has
the ability to record motion as distinctively sharp. I use the unique application of this scanning device as a
way to make imaginative works with unconventional descriptive means.
My idea to study motion with a specific photographic device is derived, in part, from experiments made by
Eadward Muybridge at the end of the nineteenth century. Muybridge used an elaborate system of cameras,
strobes and trip wires to chart movement of animals and people. He set the stage; the rest of the process
is largely automated by the system in place. I like this idea of the self-actualizing image. I see myself as a
director in the studio, coaxing the equipment, utilizing camera functions and the language of photography
as a means of expression. Muybridge’s research famously proved that a horse’s hoofs leave the ground
completely, if only for an instant in stride. I too cultivate the magic of photography in my work to point
out that the ordinary can be spectacular.

I photograph what items are in the studio when I arrive or what I glean from the hallways in the school’s
buildings. I photograph gifts that have been given to me or display the contents of a friend’s pockets. My
work employs a DIY mentality. I do not rely on the purchased product or what is intrinsically interesting at
first sight. I find it empowering to free associate and to innovate with what is readily available and at hand.
Like Marcel Duchamp’s ready made “Fountain,” the byproduct of these associations take on magical appeal
when seen in a new context.
I wanted to cultivate a setting with controlled and purposeful naivety. My approach to photography
involves physical and mental play. Play is essential to learning and I take this approach quite seriously.
Through transformative play, we can develop ideas un-tethered to cultural expectations. Thus, my
photographs try not to instruct the viewer about what to see, think, or do. It is my hope that this type of
approach makes room for unique and thoughtful interpretations.
When making portraits I try to use the same approaches as found in the still lifes. I want my subjects to
help me relay the formal and staged context in which they are depicted. I tell the person that I do not
know what I am going for, that I have no ideas. I try to loosen the bonds of trust, to make the sitter less
than confident in my effort to represent them truthfully in a photograph. As with my still lives, I use
studio lighting, colors that pop and subject/background relationships that serve to glorify the subject.
He/she returns the gaze through constructed picture logic, looking back at the camera and at me, and,
eventually, the audience. The sitters in my photographs are depicted as self-determined in a photographic
environment staged to be formally and psychologically reductive.
I see my work as a kind of theater of the absurd. I act out the absurd through the spectacle of a
photograph. The unique, improvised pictorial arrangements form visual paradox and puns. The logic to
my constructed tableaus is situational—it necessitates dissembling the circumstances of their making. The
viewer is directed towards the pictured fact, to the nature of the subject and of photography itself.
Photography is a powerful descriptive tool in the hands of its makers and users. It can be used to
exaggerate the real or to distort reality and to perpetuate contrived ideas. I use photography not to name
or define my subjects but to make clear what I believe is the counterproductive nature of the attempt to do
so.
Some of the language and ideas that I use to describe my work is reminiscent of modernist photography
of the 1920s and 30s. Modernist photographers, such as Edward Weston, capitalized on a pure essence of
photography to delineate the photograph from painting as its own essential art form. Weston used view
cameras to capture all available detail and high tonal range. The apparatus that I am using in my work
is similar to Weston’s; it is a four by five view camera. The Better Light digital scanning attachment is a
modern innovation that I attach to the camera’s back. I follow Weston’s example, exploring the still life
genre and using a modern day version of his camera. I believe that digital photography has its own essence
to be examined.

The conceptualists of the 1960s and 70s took the opposite approach. Artists like John Baldessari took
an anti-aesthetical approach to photography, sacrificing the photograph as an object of desire. They used
the photograph simply to represent or to document the illustration of an idea. Baldessari used rules and
guidelines in his work that are similar to that of a game. He incorporated indeterminacy and chance in
construction of a temporary sculpture, which he would then photograph. I borrow this idea of a temporary
sculpture in my work because I feel, as I believe Baldessari does, that the image is not an end in itself but
an entry point, a way of pointing towards broader content—the experiential act.
Older modernist tendencies have recently resurfaced in contemporary photography. Photographers are
blending a type of neo-modernist approach with conceptualist ideas. The goal is to be informed by past
tradition in order to ask ontological questions about the medium, including its ties to reality and its
social and personal implications. Contemporary artists like Katie Steciw and Lucas Blalock describe the
digital realm not as an illusionary space, but as an actual place in the world with its own unique qualities
and authenticities. Their work is not simply a formal exercise. It is about documenting the act of making
images with a camera and a computer. I follow this interpretive way of seeing and making in the constructs
of my work. I make the digital interact on a physical level. I make aesthetic photographs that also serve to
relay an experiential moment.
In conclusion, while my thesis contains photographs that are technically formal, my art is highly personal.
I have a very analytical mind. I make fast and loose connections between disparate concepts. I want to
attend to every bit of information and stimuli that my brain receives. In my picture making, I wanted to
act out my desire to unwind, to try and stop putting everything into context for a while and to diverge
from the associations that have built up in my memory over time. I am consistently working to cultivate a
personal context—a mind-space where I can look at the world without making predetermined judgments.
These are the times when as visual artist, I get the most out of the experience of being alive. The substance
of my life becomes interconnected without controlling interventions of the mind.
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